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ProfessorRaviBatra'sresearchandreflectionhaveleadhimtobelievethatthe
worldisheaded,moreor lessinexorably,towardsamajordepression"of thesame,if
notgreater,severity"thantheoneof theninteen-thirties.Heexplainsthathehas
writtenthebookto warnpeopleandheprovidesasetof investmentandfinancial
tips,so thatthereadercanavoidpersonaldisasterin the"impendingcataclysm".
Batra'stoneis light,pleasantbut totallyself-assured;he"ferventlyhopesthathis
propheciesturnoutto betotallywrong"buthedoesnotexpecthisoutcome.One
mustaccepthatthebookis a seriouseffortat scholarshipandanalysisandthat
Batratrulybelievesinhisunderlyingmodelandtheforecastsit produces.I stressthis
becausetherearemanypassages,evenentiresections,in thebookwhich,takenby
themselves,mightleadoneto suspectthatthebookisahoaxandthattheauthoris
havingfun atour expense.But,letus rejectthispossibilityandattempto deal
seriouslywiththispresumablyseriousbook.
Theunderlyingtheoreticalargumentof the bookis thatthereare"social
cycles"whichfollowasetpattern,"thatsocietyevolvesandundergoestransforma-
tionsin timewithadiscernablerhythm",andthatthispatternandthisrhythmhave
heldfor all recordedhistoryin allknownsocietiesandholdtodayaswell.Theinner
dynamicof thisrhythmicpatternis theinescapable"natural"divisionof all socie-
tiesintofourcategoriesor classesof people.Thesefourclassesviewithoneanother
for powerandreplaceoneanotherasthedominantclassaccordingto an"evolu-
tionary"law.Batragivescreditfor thediscoveryof this"lawof socialcycles"to
P. R. Sarkar,whoisevidentlyanIndianphilosophero historian.(I confessthename
wasunknownto mebeforereadingBatra'sbook.)Batrasays:"thislawof natureis
infalliblebecauseit isbasedontheevolutionaryprinciple,justashumanevolutionis
indispensable,justastheonwardmarchofhumanitycannotbearrested,soaresocial
cyclesan inevitablenaturalphenomenonwheresocialsupremacyshiftsfromone
classtoanother,fromthecollectivityofonetypeofmindtoanother."
Sofarsogood.Theideaof socialevolutionorthecyclicalriseandfallofsocie-
tiesis notnewandhashadconsiderablymoreelegantformulationsatthehandsof
Hegel,Spengler,ToynbeeandothersasBatrahimselfnotes.TheBatra-Sarkarspecial
wrinkleis thefourclassdivisionof allsocietiesandtheirevolutionaryisetoandfall
fromsocialdominanceasthedrivingforceof thecycles.Thefourclassesareidenti-
fied as: (1) labourers;(2) warriors;(3) intellectuals;and(4) acquisitors.In the
modernworldthesefourclassesareidentifiedas:Labourersarefarmworkersand
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unskilledfactoryworkers,wholackphysicalor mentalprowess,education,market-
ableskillsand ambition;warriorsaresoldiers,policemen,firemen,professional
atheletes,andskilledblue-collarworkersandallotherwhopossessuperiorphysical
skillsor strength;intellectualsarewriters,scholars,lawyers,physicians,poets,
engineers,cientists,white-collarworkersandpriests;acquisitorsaremerchants,
bankers,money-lenders,businessmena dlandlordsandotherstowhommoneyisall
thatmattersandwhocovetwealthfor itsownsake.Thesefourclassesalwaysarise
accordingto Batrabecausetheyfollowfrom"innatedifferencesin humanendow-
mentandnature"which"mayormaynotbehereditary"andagain:"Classdivisions
persistbecauseof inherentdifferencesin humannature". Somemobilityamong
classesi possiblebut"thepossibilityofsocialmobilityshouldnotbeexaggerated".
Now,oneis puzzledbythesefourinescapablenaturalclasses.Whynotsimply
smartpeopleanddumbpeople?Orstrongversusweak?or leadersandfollowers?or
urbanversusrural?Therewouldseemto bemanydivisionscommontomostsocie-
tieswhicharea gooddealmorenaturalanduniversalthanlabourers,warriors,
intellectualsandacquisitors.Batra's(andSarkar's)ethnicoriginsmayprovideaclue.
For to anyonefamiliarwith Indiansocietythisfour-folddivisionis veryfamiliar
indeed;it is theancient,traditional,hereditaryoccupationalstratificationof all
Hindusociety.Batra'sadaptationof theHindusocialsystem(sometimescalledthe
casteor Dharmasystem)is,however,partialandawkward.Hisexplanationofwhya
givenpersonis "born"or otherwisendsupawarriororanintellectualisvagueand
illogical.Doesbeingapolicemanowrequirethe.samendowmentit tooktobea
warriorinancienttimes? Doesbeingapolicemanreallyrequiremorestrengththan
beinga farmworker?Doesbeingawhite-collarworkerrequiremoreintellecthan
beinga soldier?Arepeoplereallydestinedby"endowment"oagivenoccupation?
Finally,areoccupationsreallya goodindexof a person'smentalcharacteristics?
Thesequestionsaredifficultfor Batra'stheoryto answerwhereasthephilosophical
theoryunderlyingthe Hindusystemof socialstratificationprovidesaveryclear
answer.Oneisbornintoagivensocialclassasaresultof deeds,goodandbad,inan
earlierlife andescapefromthatclassis notonlyimpossiblebutundesirable,since
anyeffortat suchsocialmobilityis in itselfatransgressionagainstthecosmicorder
andhencereasonfor furtherpunishmentin thenextincarnation.(Batra'stypology
leavesout the fifth classof Hindusociety- thosebelowcaste,the so-called
untouchables.)
EmpiricallyBatrasimplyassertstheuniversalityof theseclassesandthen
moveslightlythroughworldhistoryshowinghowwarriors,intellectuals,labourers
and acquisitorshavealwaysexisted.Thesefour classes,it can be argued,are
commonlyif notinevitablyfoundinanymainlylabour-based,agriculturalndhandi-
craftssocietywhichis alsopoliticallyabsolutistandreligiouslytheocratic;thisis,of
coursewhatIndiawasforseveralthousandyears.In themodernworld,however,the
Batra-Sarkarfour-fold"natural"divisionof societyintolabourers,warriors,intellec-
tualsandacquisitorslacksanyrealfoundationin theologyor in socialscience.His
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typologymakeslittle senseas anoperationaldevicefor understandingthe way
modernsocialandeconomicsystemsare,in fact,stratifiedanddivided.
A gooddealof thebookconsistsof Batra'seffortsto reviewhistoricaland
anthropologicalmaterialsto showhowthelawof socialcycleshasoperatedin the
past.In general,hearguesthatin thebeginningallwerelabourersandtherewasno
civilization.Warriorsemergeto provideleadership,disciplineandpurpose.Theyin
turnaredisplacedbyintellectuals(priests,andcourtiers,mostly,ashetellsit) who
convincetheotherclassesthattheyalonepossessaccesstodivinepowerorwisdom.
Finally,theacquisitorstakepoweronawaveof materialismand selfishnesswhich
corruptsallvalues.Theendof thecyclecomeswhentheacquisitorshaveeffected
corruptedandneutralizedall otherclassesavethelabourers(or havedriventhe
otherclassesto labourerstatus).Thisstagepresagesacollapse,areturntochaosand
thebeginningofanewcycle.
By nowweseewhereBatra'slongjourneyintothesearcanemattersi leading
himandus.TheU.S.andtherestof theworld,hesaysisapproachingthelaststage
ofsuchacycleofsocialevolution.Theacquisitors(bankers,businessmena dmoney-
lenders)haveusurpedpowerandcorruptedsociety.Thesystemwill sooncollapse
andanewcyclewillbegin.
Thespecificsof thepresentsituationarosearedealtwithnext.Mostofmodern
worldhistoryhasbeenanageof dominancebytheacquisitors.Thegrowingmoney
supplyin theU.S.since1770is attributedtothegrowingdominanceof theacquisi-
tors.Batrasayssomewhatarchly"why moneyis theprimarydeterminantof
economicactivityundercapitalismcanbeadequatelyexplainedonlyby Sarkar's
lawof socialcycles".This,I confess,isobscureto me.I wouldhavethoughthat
growingmonetizationandmarketintegrationwouldhavebeensufficientexplana-
tionwithouttheneedforwarriors,labourersandintellectuals.Thatmoneymotiva-
tionstartedbecomingparamountacoupleof hundredyearsagoseemsclearbutwe
donotneedsocialcyclestoacceptthis.
In hisdiscussionof US monetaryhistoryBatrastumblesoverthefactthat
therearemoreorlessregularcyclesintheexpansionof themoneysupplyandinthe
rateof priceincrease,"The chartthusclearlyrevealsthatmoneygrowthis the
primarydeterminantof therateof inflation.Everydecadeduringwhichmoney
growthcrestsis alsoadecadewhentherateof inflationcrests".Thisispresentedas
thoughit hassomethingto dowithcyclesor theunderlyingmodelwhichit clearly
doesnot.It followsfromthequantitytheoryof money,asBatramustwellknow.
In adigressionfromhismainargumentBatrapresentsevidencethatthereisa
recurrentcycleto thelevelof regulatoryactivityby theFederalgovernmentin the
U.S.TheregulatorypeakscoincidewithinflationarypeaksandBatrasuggestshat
perhaps"inflationis not only a monetaryphenomenonbutis alsoa regulatory
phenomenon".Economicinefficiencygeneratedby regulationrestrictsupplyjust
asmonetaryexpansioni creasesdemand.Thisis aninterestingif notentirelynew
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propositionuponwhichBatracouldhaveexpandedbuthedoesnot.In factit plays
norealroleinhismainargument.
The fmallink in his modelis thatin timesof monetaryexpansionwealth
becomeincreasinglyconcentratedwhichhastwoperniciouseffects:it increasesthe
numberofpersonsborrowingfrombankswithlittleornocollateral,thusputtingthe
banksatgreaterrisk;andit increasesthevolumeof speculativeinvestmentsmadeby
the"acquisitor"whohavecorneredmorewealththancanbeproductivelyinvested.
Thus,thewholestructureof financeandbankingbecomemoreandmoreshaky.The
collapseoccursasa resultof asurgeof speculativemaniaswhichsuddenlyrevealthe
fragilityof thefinancialsystemandcausesapanic.
Historically,inflationaryperiodseemtocomeeverythreedecadesandamajor
crasheverysixdecades,aysBatra,andthistobeexplainedbyhuman ature.Three
decadesi aboutonegenerationandit takesthatlongforpeopletoforgetandmake
thesamemistakeagain."Eachgenerationattemptstocureitseconomicllsthrough
highmoneygrowthandregulation."The intensityof everyothercycle(thatis
every60 years)is greaterbecausetheconcentrationof wealthcausingthecollapse
is wipedoutbythecrashandrequirestwogenerationstorebuild.Wearenow,Batra
pointsout,comingto the60yearmarksincethelastmajorcrashof 1929.
Thisis Batra's"analysis"of whyacollapsewilloccur:aninevitabledownturn
dueto asocialcyclewhichhasgivenpowerto theacquisitiveclasswhoinflatethe
currency,engagein speculativeinvestments,driveall otherclassesto penury,
generallycorruptallvaluesandcauseaminorcollapseverygenerationandamajor
fmancialcollapseeverytwo generations.His macro-economicprescriptionsfor
preventingthecollapseareablendof utopianandconventionalwisdom.Thelatter
includeraisingtaxes(includinga federalpropertytax),greaterestraintonbanks
andhighermarginrequirementsin organizedassetmarkets.Theformerincludea
radicalredistributionof incomeandwealth,balancedfederalbudgetsoverthe
businesscycle,a vigorousanti-trustpolicyanda people'scapitalismwithworkers
owningtheircompanies.
At themicrolevel,on theassumptionthatthecrashwilloccur,Batraoffers
someveryspecific"dos"and"don'ts"forhisreaders.Thesemostlyboildownto
stayingasliquidaspossibleoncethecrashstarts(1990-91)andreducingdebtbe-
tweennowandthen.Nothingon thislist is particularlynewor insightful.Many
pessimisticnvestmentewslettershavebeenpeddlingsimilaradviceoff andon for
years,
In theend,whatis oneto makeof thisbookwhichhasbeenabest-seller,
particularlyin NewYork,andwhichhasreceivedhigWyfavourabler viewsinmany
majorinvestmentjournals?
A fewcriticalpointscanbenoted.Firstly,quitefrankly,thehistoricaland
anthropological" nalysis"onwhichtheSarkar-Batratheoryofsocialcyclespurports
to bebasedis rubbish.Thenotionthatthereexistseverywherein timeandspace,
fourdistinctkindsofmentalitieswhoinevitablytakeoncertainoccupationsandthat
thesealternatein controlof societyin somepredeterminedpatternisinsupportable
andevenfaintlyludicrous.Batraassertsthisbuthiseffortstosupportit byreference
to European,Asianor Mesoamericanhistoryareeclectic,distortedandfrequently
downrightsilly.Theyreadlikeabadverybadpopsocialscience.All thatismissing
is Denker'sprehistoricspacetravellersor theAtlantislegend.A fewexampleswill
suff1ce:
"In thelaboureragetherewashardlyanymaritallife.Menandwomenlived
togetherbecauseof biologicalneeds.. . Womenenjoyedgreatrespectin thosetime
(p. 41); oncesocietywasorganizedinto tribes. . . Women'sburdenin raising
childrendeclinedto anextentandwiththisbeganthedeclineinhersocialstatusas
well(p.41);throughoutthewarriorerawomencontinuedtoenjoyrespectinsociety
wereregardedasman'shelpmate,andcommandedsufficient,if not,equalsocial
prestige(p.44)"."Onedistressingfeatureof theepochof theacquisitoristhatthe
acquisitivementalityeventuallyinfectsallsectionsof society.. everythingiscom-
mercializedasa result- music,art,literature,sports,crimealsobeginstoflourish.
familytieseroded,noblemenkeptharems,divorceandprostitutioni creased."Batra
providesnosupportingreferencesfor anyof thosesweepinggeneralizations;i fact,
it wouldbedifficultfor himto doso.(Thereareonlya totalof sixteenscholarly
booksorarticlescitedintheentirebooknotcountingotherbooksbyBatrahimself.)
Second,thecoreof hiseconomicargumentis thatthereis acycleto money
growth,regulationandinflation.Thismaywellberightbutsowhat?Thisguarantees
nothingaboutacollapseandhasnothingtodowithwarriorsor labourers.
Third,hisargumentabouttheconcentrationof wealthis too weakfor the
weightheputson it. Probablywealth asbecomemoreconcentratedinrecentyears
buttheleapfromthatto speculativemaniasandfinancialfragilityis allhyperbole.
Whatabouttheprofoundchangesin thestructureof U.S.banking,thedecontrolof
internationalcapitalmovementsandthegrowthof theEurodollarmarket?Arenot
theserelatedto financialfragility?And whyis thesavingsrateat all timelows?
Thefragilityistherebutnotbecausewickedpeoplearerunningtheeconomy.
Fourth,Batraprovidesno reasonfor thereaderto accepthe"inevitability"
of socialcycles.Mostearliercycletheoristsinvokedsome xogenousforce(sunspots
affectingcrops,periodicgoldstrikes,etc.)orsomebuilt-instructuralprocess(multi-
plier-accelerator,inventoryadjustments,etc.)to explaincyclicalperiodicity.These
causescouldlegitimatelybeseenasnaturalormechanicalforces.
Putting"human ature"or arbitrarygroupingsof socialclassesintothiscate-
gorymakeslittlesense.
Fifth,Batraarguesthatpeopleshouldsavemoreandstayliquid.Hedoesnot
seeevidentlythatif everyonetookhisadvicetheinevitableoutcomewouldbejust
thetypeof financialcollapsehefears.Incidentally,sincehehasnofaithintheFed's
abilityto controleventsit isnotclearwhyheurgespeopletohoardcurrencywhen
thecrashcomes.Thecurrencywill presumablybecomewortWesswouldit not?The
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"goldbugs"areatleastconsistentin theiradvicetoavoidallpaperassets.Thus,even
hisadviceseemscontradictoryanddubious.
Finally,thereformsheadvocatesaregoodorbad,dependingonone'spointof
viewbut theyseemtohavenothingto dowiththerestof thebook.Perhapsthey
will repealSarkar'slawof socialcycles,butif thatis likethelawofevolution,how
canthisbe?Whenoneexaminesanyof hispropositionstheyfallapartlogically,or
arebasedondubiousempiricalfoundations.
One'smainreactionto readingsuchabookis alarmatthenotionthatit has
beenreadandtakenseriouslybymenwhohavepositionsof trustandpowerinthe
financialworld;andthatis publishedby areputablepublisherandthataneminent
MIT Professorlendshisnameto helpsellcopiesof it.Perhapsthereismorefragility
(orvenality)in US publishingandacademiccirclesandlesscommonsensein the
financialworldthanis generallyrealized.If sotheseelementsmaycauseacrashin
1990butSarkar'stheoryofsocialcyclescertainlywillnot.
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